Objective-To investigate outpatients' use
Introduction
In the decade since AIDS was first described, it has been recognised that this is a complex medical problem which has profound psychosocial sequelae.' The psychosocial needs of patients, their contacts and family are diverse and multifaceted.2 Counselling and social support services have been developed in many health care settings in order to help people make informed decisions about HIV testing, to provide psychological support for those infected with or affected by HIV, and to make available practical support and care. 3 An HIV Counselling Unit was set up in 1987 at the Royal Free Hospital, London with these objectives in order to meet the needs of the growing number of inpatients and outpatients with HIV disease. 4 HIV Discussion Although the range of social care services at the Royal Free Hospital on offer to patients is broad and extends into practical help, offering guidance and advice and psychological counselling, it is clear from this survey that some of these are used more than others. The greatest demand from patients was in relation to counselling about coping with HIV, medical treatments available, counselling for the HIV test, psychological support for emotional and relationship problems, and advice about housing and financial matters. The diversity of need is consistent with a previous national survey of social care services for people with HIV disease. March and April 1991. Since the majority of these patients (84%) attended the hospital at least once a month, it is reasonable to assume that many in the sample were quite unwell with greater need of medical and social support services. Thus, outpatients who were unwell and attending frequently were over represented in the study.
Of those who were included in the survey, 84% thought that the social care service was either good or excellent. However, those who were dissatisfied with the service may have found support and counselling elsewhere and so did not attend for social care in the hospital. The overall level of satisfaction with the social care services at the Royal Free Hospital compares favourably with the national survey of HIV social care services in which 53 out of 181 patients said that they found at least one aspect of social care services to be helpful.2 In keeping with current national trends, our service may treat a larger number of women and paediatric HIV cases in the future, and demand for services may shift in response to the changing profile of patients treated. In turn, new initiatives in the social care team will need to be developed in order to meet these needs.
Conclusion
The main areas of social support provided by the hospital and being used by patients are counselling about HIV and coping with the diagnosis, support for those experiencing psychological and relationship problems and advice about housing and financial matters. Of those patients using these services at present, the majority gave a positive evaluation of them. More than half the patients stated that they would probably need social care services in future. These services will need to develop according to the needs of our patients.
